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I. JOHN, Iv. I. 


BELIEVE NOT EVERY SPIRIT, BUT TRY THE SPIRITS 
_ WHETHER THEY BE OF GOD, 


—  00I@ (I 0000 2eren— 


N E are enjoined in the text to exercise our rational 


faculties in investigating the sincerity of religious pre- 


tensions. 


Every age has its characteristic and opposite deviations 
from rectitude, and the most prominent appearances of the 
present are enthusiasm and indifference. In the ensuing 


discourse, the symptoms and effects of both these qualities 
will be examined, and contrasted with a third, of much 
rarer occurence, unhappily, than either of the former: 


namely, a temperate and holy zcal for the cause of re- 


: . 


Enthusiasm may be defined to be a groundless persuasion 
of divine influences upon the heart, which leads to irregu- 


larities and extravagances both in our religious and moral 


conduct. 


We are not to conceive, therefore, of this quality, as the : 


spurious offspring of christianity, but as co- extensive with 
human nature itself —as an effect which every reli on true 


ana 
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and false has a tendency to produce, upon a frame so itre- 
gular and disordered as that of man. 


Every mode of worship in the world supposes an answer 
to prayer: this answer the man of firm texture and san- 
guine constitution expects, and is content to receive 
in external blessings 7 while one of feebler frame and 
more lively imagination, combining bodily austerities 
with scenical and affecting modes of worship, according 
to the tone of his nerves and the fluctuation of his anima! 
spirits, feels within himself by turns, as he conceives, the 

inward access or retrocęssion of hig God. 


This is the theory of enthusiasm in general, but it is 
in those peculiar modes of it which have accompanied 
christianity, and more especially since the reformation in 
England, that we are directly interested. This is a subject 
of the utmost importance, and entitled to a very accurate 
and serious investigation. Now the great characteristic 
feature of this species, into which all its individual fancies 
and follies may be resolved, is a persuasion of the particu- 
lar direction of the holy spirit in the form of sensible im- 

pulses towards certain Specific actions, 


Before this mischievous delusion all authority, domes- 
tic, civil, ecclesiastic—the written word of God, nay, 
even the eternal sanctions of the moral law are levelled at 
a stroke, and an unintelligible, but most powerful system 
of dreams, visions, impressions and assurances substituted 
in their place all that an evil heart can devise and a strong 
hand can execute is sanctified by a commission thus no- 
uficd from above; and the enthusiast, who is always well 

Sh read 
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read in such examples, can tell of Ehud, and of Jacl, and of 
Sampson*, who acted indeed under far other directions than 
his, but whose sanguinary stories are well adapted to his 
fierce and gloomy soul with him domestic attachments 
are weakened or dissolved, he has an House not made 
with hands, eternal in the heavens—the powers of civil 
government with him have lost their reverence, he will 
| have no king but Jesus—appeal to his reason, and it 
is a beggarly element offer instruction, and he is 
taught from above interpose authority, and he calls 
no man upon earth master. His conduct is no less in- 
consistent than intractable - fighting in one mood for the 
dominion of the Saints, in another, sinking into helpless 
quietism: in the last century our forefathers beheld with 
astonishment the energy with which this principle could 
operate when listed under the banners of rebellion, and we 
ourselves have seen that when civil government, nay even 
the church of Christ itself, in the hour of distress, looked 
on every side for counsel, and $trength to the war the 
enthusiast presented a spectacle of voluntary imbecility, 
with folded hands and uplifted eyes, moralizing on the 

vanity of that arm of flesh which was raised i in his own 
defence. 


It must have been observed, that in combating this wild | 
persuasion, we labour under a peculiar embarrassment, 
because an appeal is instantly made to the word of God, 
from which the existence at one time of such a particular 


* These examples were frequently 1 9 0 to by the sanguinary enkhu⸗ 
siasts of the last century. See Burnet s history of his own times. | 


I These are intended as instances of the manner in which passages of : 
&cripture are v roguently misapplied by persons of this description. 


fluence 
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influence upon the understanding may indeed be inferred. 
The apostle of the circumcision, not only had new ma- 
terials of knowledge immediately infused into his mind at 
the day of Pentecost, but he received at the same time new 
powers of the understanding also, which the Galilean 
Fisherman never possessed. The Apostle of the Gentiles 
received indeed upon his conversion no addition to his 
mental faculties, for that needed not but luminous and 
zublime conceptions of a subject, to which he had never 
lent his mind before, were darted upon his soul by an im- 
mediate and irresistible impulse. And farther—both they 
and their brethren unquestionably acted under specific 
directions from above, which they were usually able to 
distinguish from the movements of ordinary volition—but 
these communications were not only imparted in a manner 
which carried its own evidence to themselves, but was 
accompanied with the faculty of exercising other powers 
Which enabled them to convey the proof to others. 


As therefore it was the good 8 of the Almighty 
not to rest the evidence of his own acknowledged Revela- 
tion upon internal and unproved impressions, nor even 
upon its own unrivalled excellence, we have in all inferior 
instances, and more especially in those of an. equivocal _ 
tendency, an unquestioned right to try the spirits by 
that genuine test which the son of God did not decline, 
and to say of all pretenders to extraordinary calls and 
commissions from above, If they do not the works that 
none other man doeth, believe them not. That sign 
Shewest thou unto us—was a question not dictated by 
the usual spirit of Jewish incredulity, but one, to which : 


the Lord Jesus instantly replied by tendering a moot 80 
reasonably required, 


— — > 
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Still the enthusiast persists that it is blasphemous to 
limit the Almighty to one mode of attesting the reality of 
his own operations—that he has and feels an evidence of 
their existence within himself—if farther pressed how- 
ever, the second question uniformly brings out identity — 
he knows because he knows it. 


Thus unphilosophical, thus irrational and presumptuous- 
is the doctrine of a particular direction of the spirit yet 
upon this groundless persuasion alone rests the whole 
fabric of calls, directions, and specific impulses unaccom- 
panied with the exercise of miraculous powers. 


And, far from assuming that unlimited power which 
the genuine enthusiast always claims, of dispensing occa- 
sionally with the moral law, or the written word, on the 
plea that the same power which enacted a law can also 
| suspendi its operation, and that himself! is the commissioned 
instrument for that purpose, besides the same defect of 
cvidence which was adverted to above, we are assured 
that tho” an angel from heaven should teach any other 
doctrine, he deserves to be accursed, and that it is tlie 
prerogative of scripture and conscience, instead of own- 
ing a jurisdiction 80 capricious and extravagant, to sit 
in judgment upon every spirit, and 7o f Y Whether 2t be 


of God or of the father of lies, 


Whatever 3 proposed, let it be the most 
benevolent or the most holy if it be compassed by fraud 
or violence hy any act, or in any spirit ncompativle with 

the eternal law of right, or the express injunctions of Scrip- 
ture, the end is $0 far from sanctifying the means chat 

the means vitiate che end. 


B gauality 
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But I hasten to exhibit thisquality in some other 


points of view, both singly and in combination. 


A particular assistance of the holy spirit is expected, 
and, as they say experienced, in the unpremeditated ex- 


ercise of public prayer. It might therefore have been 


expected that these effusions should be in all respects 
worthy of him from whom they proceed and to whom 
they are addressed. Whereas on the contrary it appears, 
that they have been performed at all times with some im- 
perfection but with a degree of imperfection, varying in 
proportion to the understanding, elocution or other natu- 


ral and acquired faculties of the speaker—and, why upon 


this principle was not the use of extemporancous hymns 


ikewise introduced—why, but because the theory of im- 
mediate inspiration would have been contradicted by fact, 
as the faculty of pouring out unpremeditated verse would 


have been found unattainable by the Slugghncss of Eng- 


lish invention“ ? 


Again, misconceiving the Spirit of adoption and the 


relative situation even of a pardoned sinner to his God; 
the devotions of the Enthusiast affect a bold and offensive 
familiarity with heaven—to prescribe times and scasons 
and particular modes of procedure to the Almighty, to 
inform him, to expostulate with him, nay, I tremble to 


pronounce the word, even to reproach him, are among 


the freedoms which he assumes, reminding a judicious 


hearer rather of a companion seated beside his maker, 
than of a suppliant prostrate at his feet. To the tone of 


genuine supplication, there belongs an awe which he has 


gecased to feel, a distance which he will no longer preserve, 


a dignity 


* Alluding to the extraordinary talents of tae Italian Improvisators, 


„ 


a dignity to which he cannot attain. * It is not easy to say 
whether true taste or sober piety is more outraged in these 
performances; or whether our own admirable liturgy 
it well recited and properly understood contributes more 
to gratify the one or to edify the other. 


But the most odious part of the charge 1s yet behind. 
In the hymns of a certain Sect, and in some forms of devo- 
tion not altogether confined to Sects, there are passages that 
strike upon another string and exhibit another associa- 
tion, which ſor the honour of our nature I would wil- 
lngly have concealed—but an Analysis of this kind would 
have been defective, had it not been permitted to the preach- 
er to hint at this feature (a most disgraceful one) of our 
strange and anomalous constitution that spiritual fervours 
when exalted beyond a certain point instantly come round 
again to the grossest and most shocking carnality. | 


It will not be unedifying in the next place to con- 
template the workings of this versatile and fantastic qua- 
lity in its principal combinations— which are with reli-— 
gion with irreligion with hypocrisy. 


Truth and charity, forbid us to deny that enthusiasm 
in its lower and more harmless forms, is compatible with 
some portion of genuine religion. Fear of God and Faith 
in Christ being often found in the same hearts, which, if 

united to weak understandings, are a prey to wildness and 
fanaticism. A mass of genuing ore, tho? obscured and 
„ nn dcbased 


* These obseivations reſer principally to the style of enthusiastic devotion 


which prevailed in the confusions of last centary. 
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debased 1s not surely annihilated by the adhesion of some 
meaner substance. : 


But it is also possible that a certain state of animal spi- 


rits, the effect of retirement and meditation, aided by un- 
necessary bodily austerities, may produce the same effects 


in persons of the clearest heads and most cultivated under- 
Standings. Who that is acquainted with the history of 
the foreign churches but must recollect many instances 
of this kind in the orders of the church of Rome—who 
but must lament that any, portion of enthusiasm should 
have adhered to the genius and learning, the order and 


orthodoxy, of the Jansenists ? 


Such in the next t place i is the pliability of this affection 
that it refuses not to associate with Irreligion itself. The 
bacchic mysteries of antiquity, a mixture of impurity and 


violence, the mystical initiations of the middle ages, which 
drew after them the ruin of a great military order, and 
even now that dreadful conspiracy, which had well nigh 
blown up the very groundwork of society beneath our 
feet all these have leagued themselves with enthusiasm 


all have employed the agency of horrid rites to enflame 
malignity to madness. But it is extremely curious to ob- 


serve that the mind overstrained by these exhibitions gra- 


dually loses its tone and sinks into a drivelli ng superstition 
which unfits it for its own peculiar work of mischief. 
This remark is illustrated by the and well-known 
instance of a man“ in one of the highest stations cf 
usurped authority, who, tho? never accused of having 


disqualified himself for the duties of Jus office by any ho- 


mage 


* Lariviere Lepeau. 


mage paid at the shrine of conscience or honour, was de- 
clared incapable of the functions of public life for his 
pertinacious attendance upon the mysteries of impiety. 
When the measure of intellectual wickedness is full and 
God hath given men a strong deluson that they shoug 
believe a lie; it scems a part of their sentence that they 
should neither assent nor serve by halves but, that their 
faith in the idol they had set up should be strong in pro- 
portion to the want of evidence and that the ardour of 
their devotion should i increase with the worthlessness of 
Us object, | | 


We are lastly to contemplate che quality before us in 
league with ee 


He must be little acquainted either with the constitution 
of the history of his species who supposes that every en- 
thusiast is merely deccived, or that every hypocrite 1 18 from 

the beginning of his progress a cool and clear headed 
| knaye. On the contrary, nothing is more frequent than 
for a man to set out a frank and fierce enthusiast, but as 
he advances, the success of his first adventures far surpass- 
ing his original expectations new and expanding views 
open upon his ardent spirit success is always interpreted 
as a token of the favour of God with a single eye to the 
end he grows by degrees little solicitous about the means 
employed—those ſervours which were sinccre at first 

begin to be represented when they are no longer felt—for 
| a scason cach character may predominate by turns, or a 
mixed and almost inexplicable character may be formed of 
both, till the more volatile Principle 15 completely evapo- 
rated 


— — ———— —— — — 


— 


— ä — 
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rated and leaves him settled upon the lees* of conscious 
and deliberate imposture. 


From all these considerations it is evident that enthu- 
Siasm ultimately tends to subvert the very object which it 
pursues by means so mdiscreet and irregular, namely, 
religion itself. A principleso irrational and extravagant, 50 
destructive of all order and authority, is necessarily the 


parent of schism; and schism, whatever promising appear- 


ances it may assume for a season (and for this fact I appeal 
to the history of the church in every age) has uniformly 
ended in corruption of doctrine and relaxation in practice, 


A sect generated by fanaticism-—-1s gradually consumed 
in its own blaze, and wanting the principle of resusCita- 


tion within itself, must, without a miracle, lie smothering 


in its ashes till the consummation of all things. 


A church, on the contrary, founded in times of real re- 


ligion, speaking an evangelical language secured by the 
stable guards of a liturgy and articles from the caprice of 


popular opinion, and above all freed from that great sole- 
cism in ecclesiastical polity dependence in the teacher, 


and discipline in the hands of the taught, may indeed 


degenerate let him that heareth understand) may 


relax in discipline—may sink into formality—but it holds 
High a standard for the gathering together again of the 


people of God, and whenever it shall please his holy spirit f 
to re-kindle the spark of vital piety in an individual, a 


congregation, or a people—the means of edification are 


already in their hands, they may $tand in the ways an 
5 e 


* TEREM, xlViii 2, ZEPH, i. 12, 


ste, and ask for the Old Paths, where is the good Way, 
and walk therem, and there find rest unto their soils. 


\ 


But the approbation of God is inferred from success—a 
two edged argument which will unfortunately prove his 
acceptance of contrary principles, and inconsistent modes 
of conduct—-but reasoning for a moment upon the assump- 
non of our adversaries, and deploring as much as they 
condemn the carelessness and ignorance the profligacy 
and profaneness of multitudes who chuse to call them 
selves members of the establishment we have a right to 
remind them, that religion is least of all things to be 
estimated by appearances that, from the shewy and ob- 
trusive qualities of the enthusiastic sectary, much is to be 
deducted for vices of the heart perfectly compatible with 
austerity of manners—and to the apparent quantity of reli- 
gion, within the ehurch, much is to be added for modesty 
humility and private devotion—graces which, while they 
adorn the christian character, serve also to conceal it. 
There are, I am persuaded, in the shade of obscurity, and 
within che pale of order, numbers of real Christians, whom 
few eyes behold, but his who sceth in secret; and many 
names which, tho' no biographer shall record them up- 

on earth, are written in the book of life. 


Quch then arc the characters and such the tendencies of , 
this dangerous quality, which needed not perhaps so large 
an expysition, as many persons seem determined at all 
events, and by a conduct diametrically opposite, to free 
_ themsclves from so dreadful an imputation. 

Yet of all pract.ca! giems, that of reasoning from 
the äbuse to tlie disuse, 1s at once tlie most frequent and 
| tlie 
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the most fatal. To suppose that whatever is contrary to evil 
must needs be good, that perverted diligence may best be 
opposed by neglect, or sourness by levity, or excentric 
zeal by indifference—that the peculiar doctrines of the 
gospel, are to be explained away or not to be explained 
at all because they have been pressed into the service of 
fanaticism proceeds upon the supposition that of two 
extremes one only can be pernicious, and from igno- 
Tance of this fact on the constitution of the human mind, 
that when violently repelled from one point it rebounds 
with prodigious elasticity upon another the most remote— 
e, says the venerable Hooker, are contrariwise of 
opinion, that he which will perfectly recover a Sick and 
restore d diseased body unto health, ust not endeavour 
SO much to bring it to a slate of simple contrariety, as 
_ of fit proportion of contrariety unto those evils which = 
are to be cured. Te that will take away extreme heat 
by selling the body in extremity of cold, shall doubtless 
remove the disease, but with it the diseased too. And 
happy is it for us, that towards the attainment of this 
end, duty and interest, policy and principle, conspire. 


The fundamental doctrines of the gospel, such as the fall 
of man, the corruption of his nature redemption through 
the blood of Jesus, justification by grace, through faith in 5 
bim, the necessity of good works as evidences of faith,“ 
and the sanctifying influences of the holy spirit are 
neither the less true nor salutary because they have been 
rashly or mischievously taught: as it has in fact pleased 


God to reveal them, and as he clearly foresaw what _ 


their effects would be, be surely meant not his ministers to 
be wiser than himself, nor ever intended to invest them 


* Ecc. Pol. I. 4. 
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with a discretionary power of suppressing or pro ducing 
doctrines according to circumstances. 


But they are also incorporated with the texture of those 
articles which we have solemnly subcribed—of that liturgy 
which we have engaged exclusively to use in public wor- 
Ship—if we do not feel their importance we offer the 
Sacrifice of the lips if we do not believe their truth, we put 
up the prayer of the hypocrite. To preach them systema- 
rically and faithfully will remove that unscemly dis cor- 
dance between the language of the reading desk and pulpit, 
with which we have been so much reproached—to do so 
with effect will indeed require a larger store of positive 
theology than is suited to the light and desultory reading 
of the present day it may lead us, however, to dig for 
those deposits of old and sterling gold which lie forgotten 
in the works of Hall, of Taylor, of Usher, of Beveridge, 
of Leighton, men whose size of literature was as much 
above the standard of our own times, as was the elevation 
of their piety. A transfusion of their rich vein of doctrine 
and devotion into the poverty of modern discourses, would 
by a kind of spiritual alchymy, transmute them into their 
own pure and ponderous substance—thus raising the for- 
tunate artist to unexpected wealth, and wealth we know, 
whether real or figurative, will always be an engine of in- 
| fluence and a centre of attraction. 


: But God forbid chat a minister of Christ should recom- 
mend any system of doctrines only or principally as instru- 

ments of policy there are much more solemn reasons 
why we should impress them deeply on ourselves and 
others. The christian temper is formed exclusively upon 
christian principles ; and tho? speculative theology has its 
6 value 
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value merely as a system of abstract truths (for all serious 

truth ĩs in some degree valuable) yet as these truths lay open 
to the believer, a radical disease of the heart to which he 
was before a stranger, as they hold out a remedy which 
reason never could have discovered, and place him 
throughout! in new circumstances and peculiar relations 
they call for a train of correspondent affections as novel 
and Singular as themsely CS. 


Hear on this head the language of the apostle. © For the 
&« love of Christ constrameth us, because we thus Judges 
« that if one died for all, then were all dead, and he died 
« for all that they which live Should henceforth not live 
40 unto themsetoes but unto him that died for them and 
« roseagarm.” Here is an instance of a very sublime affec- 
tion attained and attainable only through the medium of 
a fundamental doctrine. And time alone is wanting to 
demonstrate the connexion between principles and affec- 
tions through the whole system of revelation: let it there- 
fore suffice for the present to observe, that from the cordial 
reception of these evangelical truths will result, under the 
| influence of the holy spirit, a sense of religion, in reason- 
ing and cultivated minds, rather profound, it may be, than 
acute, but penetrating the whole heart, and renewing the 
whole man : this temper will bear the severest trial of 
the spirits, and prove by its fruits that zz 2s of God: in 
minds so constituted, it will beget a spirit zealous yet 
discreet and active tho? not excentric, w which will break 
no order, affront no authority, affect no singularity, yet 
will never mistake forms for piety, nor decencies for 
graces: in the conduct of life it will be found neither 
tzerce, nor sullen, nor fantastic, yet, while it will allow 
to its votaries much that fanaticism would refuse, it will 
abo | 
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also be constrained to refuse much that the world would 
allow—it will leave them every retired and tranquil satis- 
faction—the endearments of domestic life—the pleasures 
of a select and guarded friendship—and, under its own 
| jealous eye, the wide range of taste and clegance and 
literature — but it will at the same time preserve an awful 
distance from the confines and the appearances of evil; 

it will not incorporate with the grossnesses of one rank of 
life, or with the dissipation of another; with the rage and 
rapacity of the gaming table; with the profaneness and 
impurity of the theatre ; with the tumult of the sports- 
man's morning, or with the bacchanalian orgies of his 
evening ; and, while it substitutes a sound and sober mind 
to the fumes of a distempered i imagination, it will leave 
unimpaired upon the heart, the spirit of peace and o/ 
in the Holy Ghost; the the assurance of faith and 
 hope*; the glow of regulated zeal; and, above all, that 
fortitude of mind which alone will enable us to confess | 
before men, Har” we are the servants of a crucified | 
master. 


Hes, viii, Hep, x. Xvi. 
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